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Background knowledge simply has to become an instructional focus
if we want to help students make sense of school.
Fisher and Frey (2009)
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What is a barnacle? I ask myself silently. I am in the midst of a picture walk, introducing a simple patterned book (a book based on a predictable pattern of text), What Comes in a Shell? (Canizares 1999),
to a small guided reading group of students (see Figure 1.1).
We look closely at photographs of sea life in the
book and identify lobsters, crabs, shrimp, scallops,
mussels, clams, oysters and barnacles. The children
are familiar with various crustaceans and molluscs
from artefacts on the science table, numerous talks
we’ve had and a beautiful song we have been singing (“She Sells Seashells” from Music Together), illustrated on our song chart. But when we get to
barnacles, they forget the word for them.
Earlier in the year, Chellnise wondered why a
whale was leaping out of the water. We talked about
these large mammals and how barnacles attach themPhoto by Mo Riza
Figure 1.1 Barnacles
selves to them, forming patchy white spots on their
skin. I introduced language about breaching and explained that scientists have various theories about
why whales behave this way. Some say it’s a form of play and some have entertained the notion that
whales are scratching themselves because of the barnacle clusters. In the large open area in our classroom
where we meet in the morning (the “oval”), the children had lots of fun pretending they were whales
covered with hard limestone shells and pushing their flukes down and rising out of the water. They
slapped their large bodies on the surface to dislodge the barnacle clusters and rid themselves of itching.
(See Chapters 6, 7, 8 and 11 for more detail on what dramatisation looks like in our classroom.)
Noticing their confusion about barnacles, I pull several oyster shells (covered with the hard crustaceans) off the science table. I again share how they operate – tiny valves opening and closing – moving my fingers in a similar fashion. I discuss experiences from my childhood when I picked mussels at
low tide, barefoot, with my brothers and sisters. I would cringe every time I stepped on them without
shoes. They were hard, rough shells that attached themselves to rocks and I chose to wear sneakers so I
would not cut the bottoms of my feet. The children are riveted as I relive these experiences, deepening
their understanding of barnacles.
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Let’s Find Out!

As we review the photos in What Comes in a Shell? (Canizares 1999), I talk about the animals that
live inside each shell, mussels, clams and scallops and what they look like. But when it comes to barnacles, I realise I am aware only of the external shell. There has to be an organism that lives inside, I reflect.
I always encourage my students to stop and ask questions when they do not understand and I
realise I need to do the same for myself. As I describe the barnacle, I recognise how little I know. All
these years, I have confidently shared information about these crustaceans to children, yet I have no
idea what the animals look like or what they eat. I have been describing their exteriors all along and
have never stopped to think about the organism inside.
Later that day, after arriving home from school, I engage in my barnacle inquiry. I find live footage of barnacles feeding and am amazed to discover that they extend a feathery appendage into the
water. It sways back and forth, combing the sea, capturing plankton and other small remnants of fish
and then gets pulled back inside the crusty valve.
This is too cool! I’m excited to share this new discovery with the class the following morning.
Perhaps this is how many of the children feel when they learn something new. As we watch the video
clip, the children are amazed to see the organism in action and imitate its movement by fanning their
palms back and forth in the air.
My understanding of barnacles has changed significantly. No longer do I see them as hard shells
that once cut the bottom of my feet; I see them as living organisms. When I hear the word barnacles
or see photos of them, I envision the valves opening and closing and imagine the feathery appendage
combing the water to catch food. Because my view of the world has shifted, I am inspired to share my
discovery with others. My goal in teaching is to create a community where children learn and teach
one another.
Not long ago on a visit to the coast, my daughter, Lilli and I took a trip to the local beach where
I took swimming lessons in my youth. It was low tide as we walked along the sandy shore looking
for shells, admiring the sailboats in the distance and enjoying the sunlight shimmering on the water.
Several pools of water naturally formed in the sand and movement caught my eye. “Come here, sweetheart – oh my gosh!” I said as I knelt down close to the water. “Look, Lil – see the valves opening and
closing!”
“Cool!” she said, crouching low to get a better look as she stared at the moving organism. Each
time the current lapped against the barnacles, the valve opened and the feathery appendage emerged.
When the water retracted and exposed the barnacle to the air, the valve closed. We observed in awe
for a few minutes, satisfying our natural curiosities.
In this story, I primarily used video as a means to understand barnacles for myself. Experiencing
their sharp edges on my tender soles, touching realia in my classroom and reading a book was not
enough for me to understand barnacles thoroughly. I needed to see the organism move and eat in
its natural environment. A few minutes of video brought it all together for me and I got it. And, of
course, experiencing a real-time event at the shore deepened my understanding even more. I saw the
organism function before my eyes.
The barnacle story is a microcosm of what is possible every day. To live from a perspective of
inquiry – a quest for the unknown to become known – gives us a way to be engaged, present and
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Figure 2.2 My New Baby Brother – Title Page
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Figure 2.3 My mum has a baby in her tummy!
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a child’s writing to an adult status. It means that not only will the author read it, but so will other
children, reinforcing vocabulary and concepts for all.
Figures 2.2–2.6 show Jad-I’s published book as well as a snippet of the writing conference I had
with her after she decided to write about her baby brother.

Conference – Page 1

Tell me about your mum.
My mum has a baby in her tummy!
Wow – how exciting! I love that beginning: “My mum has a baby in her tummy!” Put that down.

uc

Sue:
Jad-I:
Sue:

Ed

I check in with Jilaya and a few others about their writing while Jad-I records her thinking.
Shortly after this, I return to Jad-I and re-read her words: “My mum has a baby in her tummy!”
Tell me more, sweetheart.
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Sue:

Jad-I is silent.

Jad-I:
Sue:
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Jad-I:
Sue:

Well, think about what she looks like.
She’s big.
Yes, she is. Can you use other words that might describe her? Show me with your hands what her belly looks
like.
It’s round.
I love that! “My mum is big and round.” What do you call a person who is big and round and ready to have a
baby?
Pregnant.
Wow – you do remember that rich word!
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Sue:
Jad-I:
Sue:

I echo Jad-I’s language: “My mum has a baby in her tummy! She is big and round and pregnant.”
That’s so beautiful, sweetheart! Your words remind me of how Charlotte Zolotow described the mother in This
Quiet Lady [Zolotow 1992]. Put that down; that will make a great page one.
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Sue:

H

After recording her thoughts, she re-reads her writing to me.
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Conference – Page 2
Sue:
Jad-I:
Sue:
Jad-I:
Sue:

23

What is the baby going to be?
A boy.
How awesome – a new baby brother! How do you know?
The doctor took an X-ray.
Go ahead and add that: “The baby is going to be a boy! The doctor took an X-ray.”

Jad-I recorded her thinking and tacked on “and said it was a boy”.
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We find Mario later that day. Phew! Little did the teachers and I know at the time that he was
hiding underneath the shelving unit right next to where we were sitting on the floor debriefing the
morning observation!
Critical reasoning and research pay off for the third time. After searching obvious spots in the
classroom, I think of Houdini and our door. I check underneath the shelving unit despite the fact that
it is only a few centimetres off the ground and sure enough, I find him.
A few days later the children gather around Mario’s tank to witness his first feeding: a warm, dead
mouse. Mario was raised in captivity and therefore is not accustomed to eating live prey. I buy frozen
mice from the pet store and thaw one out in warm water, pat it dry and place it in Mario’s tank as
part of our weekly routine. I train Julia to share this responsibility, in case I ever get sidetracked and
cannot complete the task.
With my paraprofessional’s help, I time it so that we easily transition to writing workshop after
Mario’s feast. Julia sets out daybooks at children’s writing tables ahead of time, so the switch is effortless. Communication and teamwork is key in optimizing instructional time.
All twenty-five children, along with Julia and me, are nestled around the sides of his tank. I make
sure all the children can see, so that we benefit from the observation. Not a single child stands on the
periphery; all vie for a space. Those in front are on their knees, several children are positioned behind
them and a few in the way back stand on low tables with a downward view of his habitat. Julia and I
review what it looks and sounds like to gather respectfully in a close space. We could hear a pin drop.
The children are really interested in observing Mario as he eats and I know this will make our
later discussions even livelier. I ask Julia to join us; she is part of our community and will incorporate
this learning as she confers with students. It is important that she be aware of what happens in our
classroom, so that she can integrate concepts and language when the topic arises.
Unpack

“Look, Mrs Kempton. He’s smelling”, several children
whisper.

We witness Mario ﬂicking his tongue the second the
mouse is placed in his habitat. We infer that he smells
it, based on what we know about snake behaviour.
Mario’s rapid movement towards the mouse conﬁrms
our inference.
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Story
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“Yeah, he knows something is there. But he hasn’t
quite ﬁgured out what it is”, I say softly, as his forked
tongue ﬂicks back and forth at the far end of the aquarium. “Observe closely; see what he does as soon as
he smells the mouse.” Sure enough, within a minute,
Mario slithers with great speed towards its body and
clamps his jaws around it.
“Whoa! That’s cool!” several children whisper excitedly.
“Yeah, he must be really hungry!” I reply, a bit stunned
and glad my ﬁnger was not in his tank.
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Unpack (cont.)

Time seems to stand still as we watch quietly for the
next two minutes, in utter amazement, as Mario turns
the mouse around in his mouth so its head faces down
his throat. I remember telling similar stories to the children when Houdini manoeuvred a live ﬁsh, head and
tail ﬂapping simultaneously and swivelled it around.

We understand Mario’s jaw strength as we experience
him repositioning the mouse in his mouth. The children
have a context for this power from stories I tell about
Houdini.

“Watch his jaws closely. Remember how they dislocate”, I whisper as my hands pull apart from each other.
The children mimic my hand gesture and stretch their
mouths open as wide as possible as they echo the word
dislocate. “Can you dislocate – separate your jaws – no
matter how much you try?” I ask, teasing them.

As we observe Mario dislocating his jaws, I capitalise
on the moment, in conjunction with movement, to anchor the word dislocate. Humour reinforces vocabulary
when children apply dislocate to themselves.
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Story (cont.)
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“No”, they say, giggling and then they echo the word
dislocate.
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We learn that a mouse three times the size of Mario’s
jaw width ﬁts down his narrow throat by taking time to
observe.

ow

We observe Mario intently for the next three minutes
as he devours the mouse, down to the last two and a
half centimetres of his tail. “Look, I can see the bulge!”
Taniya exclaims, pointing at the glass tank.

Br

“Yeah, me too!” several others chime in, pufﬁng out
their stomachs. We watch in amazement as the lump
moves slowly down his body.

Taniya contextually applies bulge as she notices the
lump in Mario’s body. This natural application happens
because I always discuss eating a mouse and bulge together. Movement is connected with this word as well.
Children simultaneously stretch their stomachs as they
hear bulge.
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“This is too cool!” I say, totally energized.
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I listen to children’s body language and know their interest in Mario is satiated for now. The
thrill of witnessing this extraordinary feat is beginning to dissipate and we naturally segue to writing.
Julia presses the play button on our CD player in the writing area. Soft, classical music initiates the
start time of writing workshop as several children head towards their tables and open their daybooks.
They are eager to write. “Guys, remember, re-read your writing from yesterday.” The children have
numerous opportunities to observe Mario and I know their observations will take form in stories they
tell or write. Taniya beats me to it.
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Frog Spawn, Bees and Trolleys

Online Video
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“Frog Spawn, Bees and Trolleys” is about the strategic use of drawing to assess, reinforce and enhance
children’s understanding in writing, science and literature. Drawing provides a unique medium in
which to clarify and enrich language and concepts using a visual format.
It’s the end of y and the children are busy checking out books for homework. Some are performing
various jobs in the classroom, such as updating the calendar, recording the weather and doing the
work of the mathematician, while the remaining children are settling in during independent reading
time. (For more on this subject, see the “Walk-Through” video clip on this book’s accompanying
website, www.stenhouse.com/findout.) They have a mixture of texts in front of them and are reading
by themselves or in small groups. (See The Literate
Kindergarten [Kempton 2007] for a more detailed
description of this time.) Neyahni currently has the
zookeeper’s job (see Figure 11.1) and notices that
one of our tadpoles has hatched and is wiggling.
After a flick of the lights, children scurry about,
returning all books and magazines to their proper tubs and sit cross-legged on the oval. “Who’s
got something to share?” I ask. This predictable
question starts our talk on the oval five mornings
a week, rain or shine. I can tell Neyahni is beside
herself with excitement, so I call on her first to share
the great news with the class. “I discovered the tadFigure 11.1 Neyahni feeds the classroom fish.
poles are hatching!”
“Wow – how exciting! How many are hatching?” I ask.
“Just one.”
“What’s it doing?”
“It’s swimming all around!”
This is a great opportunity to develop language and schema through dramatisation. “I need several children to be frog eggs, frog spawn. Can all of you say those rich words?” I ask as my right index
finger makes a vertical circle in the air. The children echo, “Frog spawn.” (See Chapter 2 for a detailed
explanation of various ways for children to respond and expected behaviour.) Hands shoot up in the
air, eagerly waiting to be selected. “Let’s have Neyahni, Xavier, Kalis, Antonio and Taniya come to the
middle. Curl up in a little ball. Now remember, I am your mommy and I just laid each one of you in
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a warm pond. Listen to the drumbeat and know this is the beginning of your life.” The children hear
five distinct drumbeats as I softly tap the drum next to each child’s ear. “You are a black dot surrounded by clear jelly. Now, this jelly is really sticky. Feel yourself sticking to your friends.” The children’s
muscles tighten and they wiggle slightly, letting all sides of their bodies touch their friends.
“I have laid you in warm pond water, not cold, so you can develop. And I purposely laid you next
to blades of green grass so you’ll stick to them and stay hidden or cc … ”
“Camouflaged”, the children announce.
“I have to be careful to make sure you don’t get eaten up by hungry fish swimming by or snakes
slithering in and out of the pond. You stay curled up for several days and then you begin to wiggle
about inside your egg.
“Taniya, you’re the strongest tadpole, so you’re the first to hatch out of your egg.” I beat the drum
quickly, adding excitement and drama as she wiggles free from the clump of eggs. “Quickly swim
about. Use your strong tail to help you move swiftly through the water. Now remember, you can
breathe under water through your … ”
The children enthusiastically fill in the blank: “Gills!”
“Yes! Let me see your gills. … ” Taniya gently places all her fingers on the sides of her cheeks and
slowly lifts her palms up and down, emulating water pumping in and out of her body. The dramaOnline Video
tisation continues until all five tadpoles are briskly swimming about. (More on this subject is available in the “Dramatisation and Movement” video clip on this book’s accompanying website, www
.stenhouse.com/findout.)
These brief dramatic interludes on the oval provide a chance to deepen and integrate schema
brought to sharing time.
After a few more children have shared, the class gathers in front of the whiteboard where our writing tablet sits. We have already read the day of the week, the month, the date and the year and written an addition problem with coins related to the
date. This is an opportunity to reinforce the value of
coins and addition as we expand our understanding
of number sense.
For the past month, I have been challenging
the children to write an addition problem with four
groups of numbers, then with three groups and then
two (see Figure 11.2). Writing a number sentence
with four groups is stimulating work for my advanced students and is meant to be a task a few children will understand. As we begin a new month, the
date circles back to the numeral 1 and the addition
problem grows in complexity (challenging children
Figure 11.2 This addition problem uses four groups of numalong the way) as the month advances.
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bers, then three groups and then two.
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